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Meet the author


I grew up wanting to be a DJ, and I particularly wanted to have the breakfast show on Radio 1! Well, such are childhood dreams! Instead I ended up teaching English, and training others to do the same – not quite the same thing, but it is a job that has never been dull, and never been predictable.


I have met wonderful students from around the world in my classrooms, several of whom have become long-lasting and close friends. I have had some fantastic colleagues. I have worked in some great schools.


Of course, it’s not all good! You never get rich teaching English, and some students can try your patience (and some colleagues, too!). But I have had so many happy times teaching, learnt so much from my students about different cultures, and seen so many success stories. At its best, it’s a great job; full of variety and unpredictability.


And it has been so satisfying to train so many others to teach over the years. And this book is part of that process … a chance for me to share some of the things that I believe help people to be good teachers, based on over 25 years’ teaching experience. I hope it helps! But if a radio station comes calling for me …




1 Only got a minute?



You may want to teach English as a Foreign Language as a career, often because you want to live and work abroad or perhaps you plan to travel and simply want to pick up some teaching work along the way.


You’ll need to be a native English speaker or have a very high level of English in order to teach the language. Many people attend a TEFL training course which equips future teachers with a better understanding of the English language and how to teach it – the methodology. Standard intensive training courses are usually four weeks long and will include teaching practice to ‘real’ students. If you complete the course successfully you will receive a certificate that will then be your ‘passport’ to future work.


Not all teachers, however, attend this kind of course: some may do shorter, ‘taster’ courses or complete online courses, or not do any kind of course at all. And not all language schools require a certificate, though for many, especially schools in popular European destinations such as Spain or Italy, it is essential.


When you teach English as a foreign language you will teach vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar. You will also cover the four key skills which are Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking. You will probably use course material which generally includes a Student’s Book, a Workbook and a Teacher’s Guide, as well as other audio and visual material. You may create your own resources too, or find others online.


The course material you use will help you teach the language and plan your lessons, but it is important to consider your students. Are you teaching one-to-one, small or large groups? How old are your students? What are their interests? What do they like doing or talking about? As your experience as a teacher grows you will adapt your lessons, and the materials you use, to suit your students.


Whatever the reasons for your interest in Teach English as a Foreign Language, you will find this book is packed full of useful information about methodology, class management and lesson planning; everything you need to develop your skills as a TEFL teacher.




5 Only got five minutes?


English is a ‘global’ language, and is the most commonly used language of international business, science and technology. It is often referred to as the modern lingua franca, a language that is used for communication by people who do not share the same mother tongue. As such it is the language most often taught around the world as a second/foreign language, and its teaching is the subject matter of this book.


The huge demand for learning English around the world obviously results in a significant demand for teachers of English. But how do you become, or prepare yourself to become, a teacher of this language?


If you are a native speaker of English, then English is your first language or your ‘mother tongue’. This in itself may mean you can teach English – you know instinctively how to speak the language correctly – but it is rarely sufficient to make you a good teacher of the language. For this it is advisable to undertake a training course and obtain a teaching qualification. Not only will this help you to find work as a teacher (for many language schools it is a basic requirement), but it will also give you an excellent base to develop as a teacher.


If you are looking for a teaching course you will come across a sometimes confusing array of acronyms connected with the profession. TEFL is the term for Teaching English as a Foreign Language and you will be looking for a TEFL course and a TEFL qualification. The terms EFL (English as Foreign Language) or ESL (English as a Second Language) are also commonly used but you will also come across ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages). To obtain a recognized qualification you will usually attend an intensive, four-week course that will include plenty of teaching practice. You will also learn a great deal about methodology (how to teach English) as well as classroom management and lesson planning.


Who you are teaching is an important consideration once you start teaching (with or without a teaching qualification). And this will probably depend on where you are teaching. Do you plan to travel and teach abroad? Or will you be teaching in an English-speaking country (the UK, the US, etc.), to students who have travelled there to learn? In the first case, you will be teaching monolingual groups: they share a common first language or mother tongue, Italian, for example, if you are teaching in Italy. In the second case you will be teaching multilingual groups. Your students will come from a variety of different countries and they will not share a common language (or culture).


In both of these situations it is most likely that you will be teaching adult learners (16+) (though you may find yourself teaching young learners, too). However, the age range of your students, the size of the group and their range of interests will vary dramatically. Part of your role as a teacher will include tailoring your lessons to reflect the age and interests of your students, although this is something that experience will teach you rather than a course or a book.


There is no single, ‘correct’ way to teach English as a foreign language, but there are many generally accepted methods and precepts. One of these is speaking only English with your students rather than their mother tongue (known in the profession as ‘L1’.). Sometimes the use of L1 may be useful, to give a quick translation for example, especially for students at lower levels. However, it is best to be avoided on a regular basis and students themselves will expect you, as the teacher, to give your lesson in English. It is also important to encourage students to speak amongst themselves in English, though this is more difficult for monolingual groups, who will inevitably resort to speaking to each other in their mother tongue. For multilingual groups this will be more achievable; English is genuinely their lingua franca in the classroom.


Students have other expectations of their teachers, and your manner in the classroom is important to them. Every teacher’s style and personality is different, but generally they will expect you to be encouraging, supportive and friendly. They would like the lessons to be interesting (and fun!). They expect you to know your subject well, but also to know them and show an interest in them, their likes and dislikes, their culture. The right classroom manner can really make a difference to learners.


Once you are in the classroom, what exactly will you be teaching, and how? What you teach depends on the level of the group you are teaching. You will likely be using course material, with a Student’s Book, Workbook and Teacher’s Guide. Published material is invaluable; it will guide your students through the language in a logical and progressive manner. However, because each teacher and each group are different, you will also rely on other materials, such as online resources or, indeed, your own resources.


Teaching a language can be roughly described as teaching vocabulary (words for things, concepts and actions) and grammar (how these words are put together to make meaningful units of communication). This book focuses on both of these areas, as well as pronunciation and the four skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking). In your course materials the language will usually be presented through a topic. An example may be the topic of ‘shopping’. Your vocabulary component could include food – to buy, apple, tomato, lettuce – and your grammar could include I would like to buy apple and tomatoes. This brings us to a very important point: context. An important part of EFL methodology is teaching the language within a context. We cannot say what would means on its own; it is meaningless. It needs to be part of a sentence and that sentence needs a context. Who is speaking? What is the situation and what is the purpose of the conversation? Context helps students understand the language and engage with it.


We often teach English through a text: this can be a written text (a story, a newspaper article, etc.) or a recorded text (a news bulletin, a conversation in a shop, etc.) and this leads us to what are known as the four skills: Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking. Reading and Listening are known as ‘receptive’ skills (students receive and understand the language). Writing and speaking are ‘productive’ skills (the student needs to produce the language). This books looks at each skill in detail.


Planning your lesson is extremely important and teachers need to have clear aims. It is also important to think from the students’ point of view when considering your aims. What will they learn or practise in the lesson? Within a lesson you will plan different stages and will cover a variety of tasks, from board work and written tasks to listening and role plays. You will ideally have one main aim and other secondary aims when you plan your lesson. Writing a lesson plan is an extremely useful process and is also an important part of most training courses.


If you are starting, or planning to start, your teaching career, this book is full of practical help and tips. It will guide you through the key areas of teaching techniques, classroom management and lesson planning. You will also find useful sections on job hunting and career development. Teaching English can be an exciting and very rewarding experience and you’ll find all you need here to prepare yourself for your future career.




10 Only got ten minutes?


English is spoken as a first language by over 350 million people, with the largest populations of speakers in the United States and the United Kingdom. However, it is as a second language that English becomes the most popular language of choice for many learners. This is due to the global nature of the language. It is used universally as the international language of business, science and technology. Knowledge of English is often a requirement in many occupations, such as medicine and computing. The demand, therefore, to learn English, and the need for English teachers, is high.


Many teachers of English are native speakers. English is their first language, their mother tongue, and they are therefore equipped with an instinctive knowledge of their subject. However, knowledge of a subject does not necessarily make a person a good teacher of that subject, and this is also true of English. Although there are teachers who haven’t attained a qualification, and some may teach very well, a teaching qualification is essential to equip you with the knowledge and techniques you’ll need to be a good – and successful – teacher. (If you are currently on a teacher training course, you will find that this book complements your course content.)


There is a wide range of courses and qualifications on offer for trainee teachers. The three internationally recognized qualifications are the Cambridge CELTA, the Trinity Certificate, TESOL and the SIT TESOL. The first two are awarded by Cambridge University and Trinity College, London, respectively, and the latter by the SIT Graduate Institute, Vermont, USA. The courses to obtain these certificates are usually intensive 4-week courses with at least 6 hours of teaching practice. You can attend these courses at centres around the world and many trainee teachers do choose to travel abroad for them, perhaps to the country where they would like to teach. The advantage of these particular qualifications is that they are often a stated requirement of many language centres for applying for jobs.


The acronyms associated with the world of English language teaching (ELT) can be confusing. TEFL refers to Teaching English as a Foreign Language, TESL means Teaching English as a Second Language and TESOL is Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages. The latter two terms are more widely used in the USA, but you will probably come across all of them at some point.


Many teachers choose to teach English abroad, in a Language Centre, but there is also a great demand for teaching English in English-speaking countries such as the UK, the USA, Australia, Ireland, etc. Students may travel to that country to learn, or they may live there and study. Where you teach will be an important factor in the kinds of groups you will encounter and the needs of learners will differ accordingly. If you are teaching abroad you will teach monolingual groups who share the same mother tongue and, broadly speaking, culture. If you teach in an English-speaking country, your groups will be multilingual. The students will speak a variety of languages as their mother tongue and they will not share the same culture.


Your students will generally be adult learners (16+) (though you may find that you are required to teach younger learners, too). Some students will be attending the English course to complement their school or university studies. Other will be learning English for their own personal interests, as a hobby or to help them in their jobs. Some students are looking specifically for Business English, and may be financed by their companies to study. Or they may wish to take recognized English Language exams, such as the Cambridge First Certificate of English. If you are teaching in an English-speaking country you may find there is a bigger demand for intensive courses, with daily rather than weekly attendance.


Where and who you teach are important factors, but if you are about to embark on a teaching career, your current concern is probably how does a teacher teach English? Like many things, there is no single right way to teach the language, but is it accepted that immersing students in the language and teaching through context is essential. This book starts with a chapter on being a student and that is an important consideration. What do students expect from you as a teacher? How do they want to be taught? Some students enjoy English being explained to them, with lots of rules and practice exercises. Others prefer to just communicate, and would rather not have books or pens and paper. Every student has a different way of learning, and somewhere between these two extremes is the course to steer as a teacher. However, generally speaking, most students will prefer and see the advantage of a more communicative approach when it comes to learning a language.


It is generally accepted that it is important to speak English at all times to your students. If you are working abroad you may learn, or already speak, the students’ mother tongue. This is referred to as L1, and using L1 in the classroom can be useful on occasions. However, it is best to be avoided if our aim is to immerse students in the language. This is particularly true of students learning in non-English-speaking countries, as they won’t have the same opportunities to practise their English outside the classroom.


Many trainee or newly qualified teachers feel daunted by the question of ‘grammar’ and how to teach it. The example given in this book discusses ‘should’. A key point is that if we want to cover certain language or structures in a lesson, we must first give a context. Without a context ‘should’ is meaningless. The context in this book is based on the sentence You should wear a suit. Immediately the language has more meaning and this meaning can be built up through situational presentations and texts or recordings.


As well as giving context we need to consider the three things that students need to know when learning new language: the meaning, the pronunciation and the form. As a teacher you need to ensure of course that your students understand the meaning in a given context, but also how to pronounce the language and how to write it (the form).


This is often referred to as MPF. Once students have covered these three elements they then need to use and practise the language.


When teaching new vocabulary the meaning of new words can be conveyed in a variety of ways and, although dictionaries are a useful tool, we must think about illustrating and clarifying the meaning, rather than just explaining it. New words can be illustrated and clarified through showing drawings or pictures, through realia (showing the actual object, an apple, for example), though mime, matching exercises (such as picture and words) and, with higher level students, activities which encourage deducing the meaning from the context.


Before moving on to pronunciation of new language, check that the students have understood the meaning through concept questions. Concept questions are formulated by defining the essential information we have. To give an example, let’s use the word library. Teaching this new word we need to convey three points. 1. We can borrow books from a library. 2. We cannot buy books from a library. 3. We can sit and read in a library. So our concept questions would be Can you borrow books from a library? Can you buy books from a library? Can you sit and read in a library? Ideally, these concept questions should require ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers or very short answers.


With regard to pronunciation, there are many different ways of speaking English and many different accents and dialects. Exposing students to as many of these as possible will equip them well for speaking in the real world, outside the classroom. Teaching pronunciation needs to cover sounds, stress (stress in a word and stress in a sentence), intonation (the rising and falling of our voice to convey meaning) and connected speech (how sounds and words change or disappear when linked). At times you may need to focus part of a lesson on pronunciation and at other times it may be an occasional feature of a lesson, perhaps through sporadic drilling (controlled repetition of words or sentences, guided by the teaching).


When teaching English we often teach through texts. These may be written texts (a magazine article, an extract from a book, an email, etc.) or recorded texts (a news bulletin, a weather report, a conversation). Understanding these texts requires two of the four skills which you will encounter in your EFL training: Reading and Listening. These two skills are often grouped together as they are known as passive or receptive language skills. They require understanding of the language, but they do not require a student to produce the language in written or spoken form. The latter are the remaining two skills: Writing and Speaking.


In a Reading or Listening skills lesson it is important to stage the lesson to establish interest and include a variety of tasks. The very first stage, however, needs to cover vocabulary that is needed to understand the text. Students must not worry about understanding every word, but there will be some words that are essential and you will need to ‘pre-teach’ these in advance. It is then important to get the students interested in the topic, you want them to want to read the text or listen to the recording. Personalized discussion of the topic is very useful. For example, if ‘holidays’ is your topic, low-level students can simply list places they have been to, while higher level students may describe a holiday. Your first skills task should be an easier task, where students listen or skim read for the gist of the text or recording: they are basically ‘pulling-out’ key information. Further tasks should require more careful listening or reading to demonstrate understanding


Speaking and Writing skills are both productive skills but do not have the same similarities when teaching. Broadly speaking, writing is more formal. It requires more accuracy, with the emphasis on spelling and punctuation. Speaking is about immediate communication, where mistakes and slips of the tongue occur naturally. Accuracy is important, but fluency is key: the ability to talk fairly freely, without stopping or hesitating too much. Speaking activities are often good follow-up activities at the end of Reading or Listening tasks, to give further practice of the language. Setting up a speaking activity needs careful planning and much will depend on your class size. Ideally, you need to step back from the group and discreetly monitor and encourage the students. Don’t correct while they are in full flow but leave correction for when the activity has finished.


Students are naturally motivated to practise English through speaking, but often less so through writing, unless they are preparing for an exam. Motivation, then, and creating interest in the topic, is crucial. A writing task may be integrated with other skills activities, or it may be the focus of a whole lesson if an exam is involved. Students often feel under pressure when writing, so the lesson needs to be carefully staged and the teacher needs to give plenty of support and encouragement. Students need to be clear about the appropriate style of language required for the task (a formal letter of application, an informal email, etc.) and to be able to use the appropriate linking expressions, as well as the appropriate layout and structure of the piece.


While writing, and speaking, students will inevitably make mistakes and when and how you correct these is important. In fact, a whole unit in this book is dedicated to correction. The crucial issues are which mistakes to correct, when to correct them and, importantly, who corrects them. We may presume that the teacher does all the correcting, but in fact it is important to involve students. They can be encouraged to correct themselves (self-correction) or each other (student-to-student correction). This promotes learner independence and confidence. Pronunciation mistakes are often corrected immediately, but if your students are involved in a speaking activity you should usually leave correction for later, so as not to interrupt their attempts at fluency. Whether you feel all mistakes should be corrected is a question of personal judgement. It can be very demoralizing, so always praise and support as much as possible.


If you are on a training course you will be required to prepare detailed lesson plans each time you teach. And as a newly qualified teacher, you will probably continue to write lesson plans for some time. The starting point for your lesson plan should be your lesson aims. Try to approach these from the student’s point of view, rather than your own. Instead of ‘teach new vocabulary’ your aim should be ‘for students to learn new vocabulary’. However, this aim in itself is too vague. A clearer aim would specify ‘for students to learn 10 new words connected with computers and practise these in a written gap-fill activity.’ You should have one or two overall aims for your lesson, within which each stage of the lesson should have clear aims. Be sure your aims are achievable and realistic: this will depend on the students, their level and the time available. And always make sure your lessons include a good variety of activities and interaction.


An important part of your planning should be anticipating problems. These may be problems with the language, such as anticipating false friends. These are words which look familiar in a foreign language but actually have a very different meaning. (The English word embarrassed compared with the Spanish word embarazada, which means pregnant.) Also, you need to anticipate unexpected problems in the classroom. These might range from late arrivals and dominant students to missing materials or technology problems (your CD player doesn’t work). As a teacher you need to be prepared for any eventuality, and as your teaching experience grows, so will your ability to deal with problems.


Finally, when you are teaching you are likely to be using published materials. As nice as the idea sounds, it would be impossible to prepare all your own materials, even if you wished too. Published course books are invaluable, but they need to be judged by you with your class in mind. You may not be able to choose the course material, but ideally it should contain interesting and useful topics with a suitable level and a logical progression for your students. No course book can be perfectly adapted to your groups, so approach your material as follows: use some of it, reject other parts, adapt some and supplement with other resources (your own perhaps, or online material, for example).


The topics we have touched on here, from teaching techniques to lesson planning, are all covered in detail in this book. There are also useful sections on teaching one-to-one and testing, as well as career prospects and professional development. Whether you are currently training to be a teacher or have just embarked on your teaching career, this book will offer you all the tips, ideas and practical help you need to continue your journey in the world of English language teaching.




Introduction


Despite the title of this book, I do not think it is possible for someone to ‘teach’ himself or herself how to teach, without actually doing it, just as you cannot learn from a book how to use a computer if you do not have a computer to use. However, I do know from my experience as a teacher trainer that there are EFL/ESL teachers who have no qualifications or training. This is not good for the profession, and it is certainly not good for the students. But it is a fact. I also know that even those people who do undertake a training course need as much practical help and support as they can get, not only during the course, but also – and maybe particularly – after the course, as they begin their first teaching assignment. So, you cannot teach yourself to be a teacher, but you can learn and improve your skills as you go along.


This book, therefore, is intended for these three types of reader:




•  teachers teaching without having had any training


•  teachers who have recently trained and who lack experience


•  trainee teachers doing a training course





By ‘teachers’ I refer to those in any country, teaching to monolingual and multilingual classes, to students whose first language is not English, and to students who are classified as adult learners (generally defined as 16+). Since the book has such a broad focus it inevitably deals with the general, rather than the specific, teaching context. This is no bad thing. The book’s purpose is to provide new teachers with the basic teaching skills, background knowledge and awareness that will subsequently enable them to develop and fine tune what they do in the classroom.


I have seen situations where too much is expected of new/trainee teachers. Many of my ex-trainees have complained about the lack of support and help from some first-time employers who sometimes seem to expect students to know everything from having done a four-week training course, or similar. This is unrealistic. Equally, tutors on training courses should not forget that most of their trainees have never been in front of a class before in their lives and that they need support and encouragement as well as expert training.


Fortunately, most employers and tutors do provide such support. However, they are not always available when needed by the new or trainee teacher. I hope this book will fill that space.


This book should not be seen as the be-all-and-end-all of EFL/ESL teaching. To many experienced teachers reading the book (a book not intended for such readership!) much of what I have written will be seen as prescriptive, just as the typical training course and most course books are prescriptive. But I will always argue, from long experience, that a level of prescriptiveness is needed (and welcomed by trainees) at the beginning of their teaching career. I make no apologies for being prescriptive in this book – once teachers have more experience and confidence, they can develop their awareness and methodology. The models of teaching that I outline here can be applied successfully in most contexts, giving new teachers a much-needed degree of security. Please note, when referring to teachers in general, I have used ‘she’/‘her’ throughout; students are referred to as ‘he’, ‘she’ or ‘they’ (singular and plural).


This book is not intended for experienced teachers or for those teaching young learners. It is not intended to apply in all parts to all teaching contexts. It certainly does not cover all aspects of teaching. Instead, it aims to raise awareness of the role of teachers and students teaching and learning English, and to give practical ideas for teaching English as a foreign or second language to adults.


This is effectively, a teaching ‘handbook’ which can be referred to at short notice for suggestions, examples and reassurance. It is just the beginning of the long process of becoming an effective and successful teacher. It has been written to provide help and encouragement. I hope it does.


Good luck, and enjoy the ride! It won’t be dull.


David Riddell (davi77@hotmail.com)
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Being a student


My own memories of my schooldays and the teachers that taught me are very vivid. As a learner of French I experienced two very different styles of teaching – one where I was taught primarily in English, and one where I was taught mostly in French. I found the second much more intimidating, but also much more effective. The first was safe, comparatively easy, but did little to make me a competent user of the language. Just as it was no good for someone to show me how to change a spark plug (I had to do it to learn), so it was no good for me to learn a new language without getting more opportunity to use it. That is one reason why our students in EFL are mostly taught entirely in English, regardless of their level. Allow a couple of students to start using their own language and you will quickly hear loud complaints from the other students – they know that this is not helping their learning.


Teachers have differing views on the use of L1 (the student’s mother tongue) in the classroom, and it depends to an extent on whether you are teaching a monolingual or a multilingual class. In a multilingual class, lessons are taught almost entirely in English, partly for the reason already given, and partly because this ‘total immersion’ approach encourages real communication as opposed to rule learning and the completion of exercises. Of course, there may be times when the occasional quick translation may be helpful, but if either the teacher or other students start using non-English to any extent beyond this, the students are very likely to become unhappy.


In a monolingual class it is inevitable that the students will speak their own language more, and perhaps the teacher will too (if she knows it!). But if the teacher starts teaching in that language rather than English, the authenticity of the target language will be lost.
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Insight


L1 is your students’ first language, their mother tongue. If you are teaching abroad (i.e. in Italy) it is inevitable that students will sometimes speak to each other in their own language (i.e. Italian). If you are teaching a multilingual group (i.e. foreign students in London), they won’t have a common L1 to use in this way.
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All teachers, especially of ‘General English’, know that different students prefer to learn in different ways. Let’s be honest here – as much as teachers believe in the effectiveness of the ‘communicative approach’, there are still many students who prefer to listen to explanations of grammar, learn rules, and do practice exercises. It is safer – just as when my French teacher taught in English. On the other hand, there are those students who only want to ‘talk’, being more concerned with fluency than with accuracy. There are students who want learning to be ‘fun’, and those who perceive ‘fun’ as ‘not learning’.


It is obvious, then, that ‘being a student’ is a complicated existence. We, as teachers, have to appreciate this and be as aware as we can of our students’ different attitudes to learning.
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Insight


Students have different learning styles. Some students prefer to be taught through exercises and grammar rules, whereas others seek a purely communicative approach. In either case, avoiding the use of L1 in the classroom will help students immerse themselves in English.
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Task


Here are some questions I used in a survey done with some of my students. Before I report the findings, answer the questions yourself based on your own experience of new-language learning.





1 What makes a good student?



2 What helps you when you are learning a new language?



3 How important is learning grammar when you are learning a language?



4 Should learning be communicative, or should you learn from explanations, rules, and practice exercises?



5 How important is it for a student to have some responsibility for their own learning and not to rely exclusively on the teacher?



6 Is it a good thing to be in a class with students from your own country (of course, in non-English-speaking classes students will all be from the same country, so this question does have rather limited value!)?



7 Is it a good thing for the teacher to use your language?





STOP here and consider your answers before reading on!


The students I asked were from eleven different countries – Japan, Mexico, Brazil, Russia, Turkey, Italy, Israel, France, Korea, Algeria, and Spain. They were intermediate and upper intermediate level students studying in London with ages ranging from 18 to 45. Most had experience of learning another language besides English, and all had experienced more than one learning style.


I also put the same questions to Thomas Grossmann, a Swiss German teacher who passed his Proficiency in the month of December. Six months later, he was a qualified EFL teacher and was teaching shortly after that. This remarkably quick transformation made Thomas an ideal person to ask about both learning and teaching.


But first the student reactions:





1 What makes a good student?
‘respect your teacher’
‘know that you’re not the only student in the class’
‘you must have a desire to study’
‘listen’
‘respect other students’
‘be interested’
‘socialize with other students and teachers’
‘speak in class’
‘pay attention’
‘do your homework’
‘spend time outside class using English’
‘go over what you have learnt in class’
‘know why you are learning English’
‘respect the culture of the country’
‘be attentive, disciplined, active in class’





‘Respect’ is a word that came up several times, and some cultures are especially respectful of the role of the teacher. Others have had strained relationships with teachers from their own schooldays and are perhaps still a little suspicious of teachers in general. Most, however, have opinions about what the role of the teacher should be, something we will look at in the next unit.


Having a ‘desire to study’ – an ‘interest’ in what is being learnt – is crucial, in my view. The inquisitive student, the one who wants to know ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ and who asks lots of questions, may be the student that new and learning teachers dread the most, but in the long run these are the students who thrive and make visible progress and who keep the teacher challenged and rewarded.


‘Pay attention’ and ‘listen’ are very important points, too. ‘Listen’ should be followed by ‘respond’ because to listen is not enough. Think of any conversation you have had with a person who, you know full well, is not really listening to what you are saying. It is frustrating. Their thoughts are elsewhere and you do not have their attention. Students whose minds wander, or who are content only to listen (back to that ‘safe’ option!) suggest that their desire to study, to learn, is limited. This was certainly the view of the students I spoke to, some of whom were themselves ‘guilty’ of this at times!


‘Go over what you’ve learnt’, ‘do your homework’, ‘use English outside class’ are points which cannot be emphasized too much. I should add that all my students stressed the ideal of learning English in an English-speaking country, if possible. This obviously makes it much more possible to use English outside school, as well as making the learning process more authentic. But, of course, this is not always possible.


However, it is important for students not to perceive their lessons as the be-all-and-end-all of their learning. Yes, they should do their homework. Yes, they should revise what they have studied. But most of all they should take whatever opportunity they can to use their English – speaking, listening, reading, writing. As teachers we should not only encourage them to do so, but also tell them how to do it (e.g. suggesting English newspapers, both online and printed, as well as English radio and TV, which can also be accessed online, plus magazines, books, etc. to read). The student who limits his ‘learning’ to inside the classroom will make very little real progress.
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Insight


Learning and practising English outside the classroom is just as important as classroom input for students. Students who don’t live in an English-speaking country will need extra guidance and encouragement. Suggest English newspapers (printed or online), TV and radio (online) as well as books and magazines.
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2 What helps you when you are learning a language?
‘be in the country of the language’
‘don’t be shy’
‘watch TV’
‘a balance and variety’
‘use only English when possible outside class’
‘have a part-time job if possible’





Most of these have already been mentioned. The point made about the part-time job only applies to work in an English-speaking country, but this situation certainly plunges the student into using English authentically.


Watching TV (equally, watching films, listening to the radio, reading newspapers, etc.) underlines what has already been said about using English outside class.





3 How important is learning grammar when you are learning a language?
‘grammar, grammar, grammar is very boring’
‘quite important’
‘very important’
‘gives meaning to conversation’
‘not too much’
‘it is important because if you learn grammar you can speak properly’ (whatever ‘properly’ means!)





Predictably, different views were expressed, reflecting, in part, students’ own language-learning experiences from earlier education. The very word ‘grammar’ has negative connotations for most people, and can be a real turn-off in the classroom, much as the word ‘homework’ can. But it is a word with an undeserved reputation! Ask most people what they understand by ‘grammar’ and they will usually come up with ‘rules’, ‘exercises’, ‘copying from the board’, ‘boring’, ‘not useful’, etc. Say to a class ‘Now we’re going to do grammar’ and you won’t be greeted with a sea of smiling faces – though some students still view the learning of rules as ‘real learning’. We will look at this issue in Unit 5.





4 Should learning be communicative, or should you learn from listening to explanations and making notes and doing practice exercises?
‘beginners need more practice exercises, after that learning should be communicative’
‘it should be more communicative because if French schools did that we would speak better English’
‘communicative, otherwise it is boring’





This ‘communicative’ approach is partly the result of using only English in the classroom, but more than this, it is giving students the opportunity to use the language they are learning in authentic contexts. We will look at this much more later, but it is the overwhelming view of students I have taught that this communicative approach is more successful, more real than the approach of rule learning.





5 How important is it for a student to have some responsibility for their own learning and not to rely on the teacher alone?
‘very important’
‘teacher helps to show you the right way’
‘trains you for “real life”’
‘it is important to have some responsibility for your own learning’
‘a good student has some responsibility outside the class, but they have to be guided’





The student who comes to class but never uses his English outside it (more likely when they are learning in their own country), or who never studies outside it, will make very little genuine progress. The classroom is not ‘real life’ (as mentioned above). It is artificial. Everything is controlled by the teacher and how she has planned the lesson.


We have to encourage our students to read English, speak English, hear English, write English. We also have to encourage learner independence within the classroom. Unit 5 will explore these issues.





6 Is it a good thing to be in a class with students from another country?
(this is mostly relevant to classes in English-speaking countries)
‘more interesting’
‘different cultures’
‘yes, it makes you use English’
‘it is good to open your mind, and we have to speak English’








7 Is it a good thing for your teacher to use your language some of the time when teaching?
‘teacher must first try and explain in English’
‘never, never’
‘only with low-level students’
‘it is not necessary’





These comments support the views expressed at the start of this unit and show how aware most students are of the need to immerse themselves in English in the classroom.
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Insight


As a teacher working abroad, you may speak the language and you may occasionally use L1 in the classroom. This may be particularly true when teaching low-level groups, i.e. giving a quick translation. Most students, however, prefer to be immersed in English while in the classroom: your approach as the teacher is key.
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Comments from Thomas Grossmann, from his perspective of a student who became a teacher, are also very relevant. His views on what helped him gain the Cambridge Proficiency of English in a relatively short time cover many of the points already mentioned, as well as one or two others:




‘a positive attitude towards the language, the country where it is spoken, and its people’
‘absorbing as much language as possible (especially vocabulary, phrasal verbs and idioms) by watching TV, talking with native speakers, listening to audiobooks’
‘reading books, magazines, newspapers’
‘discussions in class’
‘being able to figure out a grammar rule for oneself’ (described by Thomas as the ‘aha’ effect!)
‘not being afraid of making mistakes’
‘a good reference book’
‘trying to get the “feel” and “rhythm” of the language’
‘copying the pronunciation from native speakers and slightly exaggerating it’
‘the iron will to learn the language (motivation)’
‘keeping penfriends’





Thomas also says: ‘I think an advantage I had was that I learnt English in England where I could use it every day. I imagine that if I had learnt it in Switzerland it would have been much harder and less close to my heart. My views on effective learning since becoming a teacher haven’t altered much. Every person has his or her individual way and pace of learning and, whatever that is, it should be encouraged. Another point which I think is very important (especially if one doesn’t learn English in a country where it is spoken), is to use as much real language as possible.’
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Summary




•  Our students usually have different favoured learning styles, influenced by their previous learning experiences.


•  Most prefer, or accept the advantages of, a mostly communicative approach to their learning.


•  Students have to accept some responsibility for their own learning and not rely only on the teacher.


•  Learning has to include authentic practice, and has to continue outside the classroom.


•  Students need motivation and commitment.


•  Students prefer – and expect – English to be the only language spoken in the lessons, except with very low-level classes.





Everything which has been mentioned in this unit inevitably affects the role of the teacher and how she plans her teaching, and this is what the next unit will look at.




2
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Being a teacher


Most people remember at least some of their teachers from school-days, whether positively or negatively. Teachers make an impression. And students have expectations. If being a student is a ‘complicated existence’, then being a teacher is trying to meet the many varying expectations that students have, and that the teacher herself has, of the teacher’s role. Perhaps we should say ‘roles’ because ‘teaching’ is only part of what the teacher has to do inside – and outside – the classroom.


Task





1 Think back to your own schooldays and the teachers you had. Which ones did you consider to be ‘good’ and which were ‘bad’? Why?



2 If you studied a language at school, how did that teacher approach her lessons? What was effective and not effective and why? How did you learn? Was anything lacking in your lessons?



3 On the basis of your previous answers, what do you think constitutes an effective and popular teacher of English to speakers of other languages? Make a list of the most important qualities.





STOP – do this task before reading on


Many people have experienced the ‘listen and take notes’ approach to language learning, followed by doing practice exercises from a book, and with a strong emphasis on remembering what has been learnt, as opposed to using the language. It must be stated that some students do prefer this approach (which is not necessarily to say that it is an effective approach). This method implies a very limited responsibility for the teacher whereas, in reality, the effective and popular teacher has a multitude of responsibilities.


The survey I did with students highlighted not only this multitude of responsibilities, but also the expectations that students have of their teacher. Students, of any subject, are a critical and discerning audience, which can make a teacher’s job hard. However, if teachers can respond to their students’ personalities, attitudes, needs and backgrounds, they will become better teachers.
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Insight


Another useful task is to imagine yourself now as a teacher. How would you like your students to see you? What do you think your students will expect of you? What qualities do you have that will help you succeed?
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What makes a good teacher?


I asked the same students featured in Unit 1 ‘What makes a good teacher?’ Of all the questions I asked, it was this one that produced the most opinions. In no particular order, these are some of the qualities mentioned in their replies:




‘they must be passionate about teaching, and patient, adapting to the level of the students’
‘a good teacher must be strict, friendly, interesting’
‘should be passionate and intelligent’
‘should teach grammar clearly’
‘should not rely on the course book only’
‘must know students’ individual needs’
‘help students make progress’
‘give interesting lessons’
‘be kind’
‘not show a distance’
‘be funny’
‘have an original teaching style’
‘have energy’
‘have lots of patience’
‘adapt the course book’
‘treat students as individuals’
‘be stimulating’
‘know the students’ names’
‘you must know your students’
‘must care’
‘it is not enough to know your subject’
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‘Knowing your subject is not enough’


Just from these comments it is obvious that a teacher has to be more than a ‘teacher’. That last comment – ‘it is not enough to know your subject’ – underlines the point that it is not enough for a teacher to go into a classroom and effectively ‘give a lecture’ while students make notes. Of course, the teacher has to know her subject – this is essential – but it is not enough.


For new or trainee teachers, however, ‘knowing your subject’ feels more than enough! What strikes terror into new teachers’ hearts is the ‘G-word’ – grammar. The most common cry I hear is ‘I don’t know grammar – I never did it at school.’ Or, if grammar was learnt at school, it was in the form of so-called rules of language, and terminology that has all been forgotten. Well, ‘grammar’ is, or should be, much much more than this. We will see in a later unit what is involved in learning ‘grammar’, and how it can be ‘taught’. However, that is the ‘teaching’ not the ‘knowing’. Yes, as teachers we do have to know how the present perfect simple is formed and how it is used. We need to know what a phrasal verb is and the different kinds that exist. We need to know why we can say ‘if I left now’ rather than ‘if I will leave now’, and we need to know why may has different meanings in the sentences ‘You may leave now if you want’ and ‘Luc’s late, he may have missed the bus’. The ‘mistake’ new or trainee teachers sometimes make is to think that they have to know everything straight away. Well, relax. First, no teacher knows everything about the language they are teaching and never will.


Second, teachers starting out are students themselves, students of the language they are teaching. You learn as you go along and you build up your knowledge. This is how it has to be. So don’t read a grammar book from cover to cover. Instead, concentrate on understanding the language that you are going to be focusing on next in the classroom. Little by little your confidence will grow.
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Insight


A lot of new teachers feel afraid of ‘grammar’. Remember, as a new teacher you can’t know everything about the language you are teaching and you will learn a lot as you go along. Concentrate on the next lesson you have to teach, and prepare carefully. This will give you more confidence.
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The teacher also has to know how to teach. She has to have an awareness of effective and successful methodology. The comments about the teacher not relying on the course book, giving interesting lessons, having an original teaching style, and being stimulating, all confirm that students want – expect – their teacher to teach in a much more challenging and interesting way than simply setting them work from the course book. The main part of this book deals with this very area – the methodology.
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‘Give interesting lessons’


Students get bored easily! They expect the teacher to plan her lessons so that learning becomes interesting, challenging and varied. They expect the teacher to teach in a way that is appropriate to the level being taught, and to the individuals in the class. They expect the teacher to adapt and supplement the course book being used and definitely not to rely on it as the sole resource. In short, they expect the teacher to know how to teach effectively, and for the teacher to ‘be stimulating’.


We saw in Unit 1 that students generally respond better, and benefit most from a communicative approach to learning, and it is this approach that we will focus on here. Very frequently, people who have undertaken training courses in teaching English in the communicative way have told me they wish they had learnt a language in the same way. I certainly wish I had.
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‘Know your students’


But still that is not enough. A teacher may know her subject. She may know how to teach it, but she has to know the people that she is teaching – and I don’t just mean ‘know their names’, though that is important, too! So, find out about the students – the people – that you are teaching: what they like and are interested in; and what they don’t like and are not interested in. Find out about their previous learning experiences. Find out what their expectations are of the course you are going to be teaching. Find out what their aims are. Ask them about themselves: their country, their culture, their interests. Speak to them outside class. Speak to them inside class! Listen to them. Show an interest in what they are saying. Show an interest in them as human beings. Be approachable. Help and support them. Be friendly. Respond to their needs. Be tolerant. Be patient.


In my opinion, no teacher is complete if they do not go beyond ‘teaching the lesson’. The personal qualities required by the teacher described here can be summed up in the phrase ‘show an interest’. If you do not want to show an interest in students as human beings, you will only have limited success as a teacher.
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‘Be passionate and patient’


Thomas Grossmann, remember, can look at the roles of the teacher from both perspectives. When he gave me his views on being an English teacher he had only recently started his first job, and only a short time before that had passed his Cambridge Proficiency of English exam. He trained in England and went on to teach in his home country, Switzerland. This is what he says:


I think to be a successful teacher you have to like the job. One should be able to motivate the students and make lessons fun. A dash of humour would be good, too. The ability to explain something complicated in a clear way is important. Having patience, creativity, and good communication skills are an advantage, too.


I started teaching and it’s great fun. I was really nervous before the first lesson but everything went smoothly. The worst thing that has happened to me as a teacher was that I wanted to teach them too much – I had three fifty-minute lessons and prepared a lesson plan for each lesson. But after two lessons I was still doing material which I had prepared for the first and in the end I hurried them just to get through everything. Looking back, I think that was a mistake.


You have to ‘like the job’. Yes, you do. Of course, at times all teachers want to scream and do anything but go and teach their 25th hour of the week. But there are few jobs, if any, which are always positive. With this job, you meet people from all over the world; you have the scope for creativity (mentioned by Thomas), and can have a very good time. As one of my students said, a teacher needs to have energy – you have to always appear enthusiastic about what you are doing, even at 9 am on Monday. If the teacher appears uninterested, the students will become that way themselves.
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Insight


A teacher’s energy and enthusiasm are highly valued by students. If you are interested and give interesting and varied lessons, this will inspire and motivate your students.
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But, as Thomas says, you do need enormous patience at times. And when, inevitably, the time comes when you do want to scream, just think back to how difficult you found it to learn a new language, or to remember it the next day. In other words, keep thinking of how the student is feeling – maybe tired, maybe frustrated, maybe stressed – and if you then show impatience, how will that affect them thereafter?


Thomas also mentions humour. This doesn’t mean the teacher has to be an entertainer, but that they should inject some fun, some light relief from time to time. Most humour arises naturally from the different situations that occur with the various students in your class. The sound of students laughing is (usually!) a very welcome sound, so encourage it when appropriate.
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‘Help students make progress’


Teachers must know how to plan their lessons appropriately (see Units 17–20), and how to assess objectively the strengths and weaknesses of their own teaching in general, and of specific lessons. This is all part of professional development (Unit 25).


If there is not this critical self-evaluation, there will be no development or progress. New or trainee teachers have a tendency to dismiss most of their lessons as ‘disasters’, but this usually revolves around something terribly minor like ‘I forgot to give the instructions before handing out the papers’. As we shall see later, one of the first questions the teacher should ask herself is ‘Did I achieve my aims?’ The better the planning, the more likely the lesson will be effective.


[image: Images]


Summary




•  Teachers have many different roles inside and outside the classroom.


•  They need to know their subject.


•  They need to use appropriate teaching methodology.


•  They need to find out about their students; know them; respond to them.


•  They need to demonstrate various personal qualities.


•  They need to show interest in their work and their students, and they must have limitless energy!


•  They need to plan lessons according to the needs of their class.


•  They need to know how to properly evaluate the success of a lesson, and evaluate their own strengths and weaknesses.





As this whole book is about ‘being a teacher’, this chapter has been no more than an introduction. One point not mentioned in this unit – but another vital aspect of the teacher’s role – is classroom manner and management. This is what we will focus on in the next unit.
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